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Abstract. Research demand for microdata encounters specific particularities due to the basic 
requirements for providing decision makers with accurate and reliable studies. As microdata refers to 
unit record or low level data that has not been sufficiently aggregated to be made publicly available, 
the main challenges for research institutes resides in the need to protect respondent confidentiality. 
The paper focuses on the opportunities brought by using the microdata for better serving the research 
needs in its endeavours of giving new insights in the content of the data, by taking into consideration 
the key challenges arising from confidentiality routines. New internet based applications not only that 
may allow users from research environment to easily query microdata, but also may facilitate 
researchers to cope with large database ensuring that the privacy of respondents and integrity of data is 
preserved. Having in view the increasing demand of microdata for scientific research, there is a need 
to agree on the best approaches that might ease the access to microdata for researchers, first at national 
level and secondly at the European Union level. A key determinant in this approach is the 
infrastructure and data storage capacity of the research institutes. The paper describes the framework 
and objective characterizing this core issue and indentifies possible solutions for proper results by a 
complex analysis of the data collected at public expense, taking into consideration the increased 
concerns over data confidentiality.  
 




The possibility of delivering microdata to researchers and other legitimate users 
outside the National Statistical Institutes (NISs) is much depending on the internal procedures 
and methods adopted by NIS for releasing of de-identified microdata. Because of the 
susceptibility of microdata and the possibility of identification of the respondents, the NSIs in 
many countries do not allow off-site use of microdata. In some countries, for microdata 
dissemination, the NSI created an on-site Data Access Centre for the benefit of users. 
Nevertheless, in the frame of this option it may be approached a solution where the NSI sets 
up and runs a Research Data Centre, e.g. at a University. In both cases, the microdata release 
is under direct supervision of the NSI and this makes easier for checking that the 
confidentiality is not violated. As well, another procedure may be to authorize research 
institutes to have online access to anonymised microdata of the NSI. The microdata sets 
accessible on-line might be limited due to their sensitivity and according to the specific needs 
and fields of interest of the research institutes concerned. Remote access systems such as 
Internet-based on-line access are highly appreciated by researchers, but may also be attractive 
to NSIs as this solution allows a certain control of the use of microdata. Supporting external 
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research use with statistical microdata is an important foundation for getting more value out 
of our statistical information.  
 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
Access to microdata and accreditation of researchers was subject to several meetings 
and research projects. Europe-wide in-depth analyses were carried out for studying of 
national-level rules, practices and procedures for researchers’ accreditation to access official 
statistical microdata for scientific purposes (FP7 project “Data without Boundaries” – DwB, 
Workshop on "Access to Official Microdata & Accreditation of Researchers in Eastern 
European Countries", 2012).  The paper deals with apprehending the general environment 
characterizing the legal, administrative and technical measures, which are to be combined for 
reaching the goal of microdata dissemination to research institutes, but also to assess the 
potential of the research institutes to cope with in-house microdata in case of their transfer 
from NSI. Romania relies on a national system for accreditation of institutions, and requires 
accredited users to sign an undertaking; foreign institutions with consortia agreement with 
accredited national ones are also eligible. NSI provides anonymised data and expects further 
developments of its online query system, now used to access a 10% sample 1992 and 2002 
Population and Houses Censuses. NSI is concerned by the limited number of requests from 
researchers (7 requests in 2011), despite availability of data, expected to be improved through 
better communication with potential users in future (Radulescu et al., 2012).  
Communication and advertising emerged as an essential step towards improving NSI 
data dissemination, an issue further discussed in subsequent sessions. Costs and benefit 
calculations appear as important elements in informing the decisions of NSIs and their access 
and accreditation practices. Having in view the historical heritage of socialist countries, the 
efforts to build trust are an ongoing challenge of the NSIs, due to the overall perception of 
confidentiality rather related to the secrecy policies of the government, than to individuals' 
privacy. These particularities still affect both the practices of statistical agencies and the 
public perception of data.  
The paper is analyzing the current problems in dealing with the issue of confidentiality 
protection at microdata transfer to research institutes, while identifying some steps for future 
development in this area. 
  
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Access to microdata allows researchers to develop in-depth analysis aimed to better 
understandings the economic environment and the complex mechanisms governing economic 
development. The new challenge that this increasing value of microdata poses to statistical 
agencies is that the External researcher access is often the only way to create such data – 
because many of the decisions require subject matter knowledge as well as statistical 
expertise. 
The expertise of researchers enhances the overall output, consolidating the trust in 
official statistics. Microdata-based research permits analysis of complex questions and the 
estimation of marginal rather than average effects, which would not be available from an 
analysis of aggregate data, allowing as well the development of multivariate regression 
analysis and the isolation of marginal impact of key variables. The endeavours of statistical 
institutes to provide more access to microdata is also a challenge for research institutes for 
protection of microdata. This is why the quantification of the risk/quality in working with 
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microdata sets poses them comply with several demands, since increased access does not 
come without increased costs.  
The main aspects identified in the endeavours of the NISs for providing access to 
microdata can be largely abridged as follows: 
1. Need for clear requests from researchers when asking for access to 
microdata:  
a) To be presented a written application that describes the aim of the project.  
b) A detailed list of the data sources needed and a detailed list of variables that will 
be used in the project.  
c) Description of what type of data format it is requested.  
d) Clear specification of the variables that are to be selected and how are to be 
organized.  
e) Size of the sample and details regarding how the sample should be constructed.  
2. NISs should develop more visibility for increasing researchers’ awareness on 
their dissemination potential 
a) List of available information 
b) List of forms needed to be filled in for access 
c) Time schedules for providing information 
d) Information on ‘economic variables’ 
e) Information on classifications 
3. NISs should turn out to be a viable ‘bridge’ for access to microdata 
a) ‘Create’ (advertise) framework for allowing access by external researchers. 
b) ‘Create’ (advertise) technical facilities: 
 Friendly database architecture 
 Metadata repository 
 On-site access 
 Remote-access facilities 
c) Clear presentation of disclosure criteria  
As well, the research institutes are to cope with specific aspects related to microdata 
administration: 
1. Study case on current situation regarding the access of the Institute of 
Agricultural Economics to microdata  -  main challenges 
a) There is a long history of good cooperation between NIS and the Institute of 
Agricultural Economics (IAE) 
b) NIS is providing full support to IAE research activity by giving free access to 
microdata, but also by a fruitful cooperation in the organization of sample surveys; 
c) The deputy director of the IAE is a member of the NIS Methodological Board.  
d) Both institutes are making efforts to overcome the limits that might rise from lack 
of accurate information on dissemination principles, and best ways of cooperation were 
always found.  
e) This includes restructuring documentation, special designated web pages for 
metadata and procedures of microdata access for researchers, within the IAE infrastructure.  
f) The complexity of microdata and privacy issues will be a challenge for IAE 
infrastructure. 
g) Additional funding will be needed.  
The Research Institute should agree upon core principles regarding the request 
submitted to NIS for microdata.  Examination of the sequence of activities characterizing the 
project developments at the level of IEA, indicates that particular steps should be crossed 
























Fig. 1. Microdata request chain  
Source: Crina Turtoi, “From official statistics producer to data user”, DwB Workshop “Access to 
Official Microdata & Accreditation of Researchers in Eastern”, Bucharest 23 January, 2012 
 
2. Administration of microdata base by a Research Institute  – main challenges 
a) Microdata may be administered by a Research Institute based on a particular 
agreement with the NIS. 
b) Microdata administration may strain the capacity of data access - invoking a need 
to further development of the Research Institute infrastructure.  
c) In case the Research Institute might receive a specific microdata base, there will 
be a need to extent the data services to meet data administration demands in an efficient 
manner.  
3. Future work of the Research Institute: data utility and user needs 
a) Improving data utility as one dimension of quality  
b) Address better user needs 
  Annual Fundamental Research 
Program of the Romanian Academy 
Metadata 
Generation of Tables  Microdata 
Screening of IAE projects and research themes 
Institutional Research Programs 
thematic oriented 
What and when? 
Need of micro or aggregated data: 
Detailed list of variables needed for IAE 
research projects 
Annual Research 
Projects from other 
Governmental 
Agencies  
Institute of Agricultural 
Economics (IAE) 
Sample designed 
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Specifications of sampling criteria for 
submitting them to NIS 
Data requirements to 
NIS 
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 Level of the geographical details in released microdata. Most surveys 
though cannot possibly be significant at lower geographical level. 
 Improving access to different types of data such as family farms or 
agricultural enterprise microdata. 
 Addressing these needs and finding ways to allow better access to such 
data is certainly the current challenge. 
Access to microdata is granted according to the need-to-know principle. This implies 
that researchers can obtain access to the data required for a specified purpose. For this, the 
applicants are to document a reasonable relationship between the requested data content and 
the project description. If the issue requires total population coverage, access may be granted 
to total data material, otherwise a sample will be made available. In addition, data may be 




1. Setting up new organizational structure within the Research Institute can be 
costing, while current budgetary allocation is limited.  
2. As modern information technology progresses, it is now possible to build secure 
connections over the internet, enabling Remote Access to Statistical Information 
3. Safe research data centers, within the premises of the NSIs, may be a proper 
answer, while modern information technology makes it possible to build safe online access 
via internet. 
4. Researchers can work from their own institute without travelling and without 
significant investments for restructuring the Research Institute infrastructure, while the NSI 
can still control the confidentiality of the outputs. 
5. Researchers should have an easy on-line access to microdata disseminated to 
international organizations, which should be should be kept as extensive, detailed metadata 
held as original documents, structured text files, and structured database, easily accessible on 
NIS site. 
6. By strengthening the NIS dissemination capacity, this valuable amount of 
information may be subject to further dissemination by the help of the creative input of the 
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